Correlation of epithelial proliferation and squamous esophageal histology in 1185 biopsies from Linxian, China.
Epithelial proliferation is an active area of research in gastrointestinal cancer, but only a few studies have examined the relationship of esophageal epithelial proliferation and squamous histologic findings in populations with high rates of squamous esophageal cancer. In order to study this correlation, tritiated thymidine labeling was performed on 1185 esophageal biopsies from 745 residents of Linxian, China, a county with some of the highest esophageal-cancer rates in the world. Total labeling index (TLI = total labeled cells/total cells counted) was used to measure the amount of proliferation, and the proportion of labeled cells found in cell layers 4 to 10 (labeled cell fraction 4 plus, LF4+ = labeled cells in layers 4-10/total labeled cells) was used to measure the vertical distribution of proliferation. Of the biopsies, 979 were histologically normal, 51 showed acanthosis, 35 showed esophagitis, 116 showed squamous dysplasia, and 6 showed invasive squamous cancer. The mean values of both proliferation variables, stratified by histologic diagnosis, showed the following relationships: normal = acanthosis < esophagitis = dysplasia < cancer. The ranges of proliferation values overlapped extensively in all biopsy categories, so that measuring proliferation could not substitute for histologic diagnosis. It remains to be seen whether proliferation values, histologic diagnoses, or some combination of these methods is most predictive of subsequent esophageal cancer.